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Summary 

To assist parents in supervising the television viewing habits of their children, 
the Communications Act of 1934 (as amended by the Telecommunications Act of 
1996) requires that, as of January 1, 2000, new television sets with screens 13 inches 
or larger sold in the United States be equipped with a “V-chip” to control access to 
programming that parents find objectionable. Use of the V-chip is optional. In 
March 1998, the Federal Communications Commission (FCC) adopted the industry- 
developed ratings system to be used in conjunction with the V-chip. Congress and 
the FCC have continued monitoring implementation of the V-chip. Some are 
concerned that it is not effective in curbing the amount of TV violence viewed by 
children and want further legislation. 

In July 2004, the FCC initiated a Notice of Inquiry (NOI) to seek comments 
relating to the “presentation of violent programing and its impact on children.” The 
Report in this proceeding was released by the FCC on April 25, 2007. In the report, 
the FCC, among other findings, (1) found that on balance, research provides strong 
evidence that exposure to violence in the media can increase aggressive behavior in 
children, at least in the short term; (2) stated that the V-chip is of limited 
effectiveness in protecting children from violent television content and observed that 
cable operator-provided advanced parental controls do not appear to be available on 
a sufficient number of cable-connected television sets to be considered an effective 
solution at this time; and (3) found that studies and surveys demonstrate that the 
voluntary TV ratings system is of limited effectiveness in protecting children from 
violent television content. 

Congress may wish to consider a number of possible options to support parents 
in controlling their children’ s access to certain programming. Some of these options 
would require only further educational outreach to parents, while others would 
require at least regulatory, if not legislative, action. Specifically, Congress may wish 
to consider ways to promote awareness of the V-chip and the ratings system; whether 
the current set of media- specific ratings will remain viable in the future or whether 
a uniform system would better serve the needs of consumers; and whether 
independent ratings systems and an “open” V-chip that would allow consumers to 
select the ratings systems they use would be more appropriate than the current 
system. 
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Background 

Research published in June 2007 by the Kaiser Family Foundation (KFF) 
indicates that two-thirds of parents say they are “very” concerned that children in this 
country are being exposed to too much inappropriate content in the media, and a 
substantial proportion think sex (55%) and violence (43%) in the media contribute 
“a lot” to young people’s behavior. Thirty-two percent of parents cite TV as the 
medium that concerns them the most, but the proportion who cite the Internet has 
increased over the past two years from 16% to 21%. Sixty-six percent of parents say 
they favor government regulations to limit the amount of sex and violence on TV 
during the early evening hours, a proportion that is virtually unchanged from 2004. 

Although exposure to inappropriate material has long been a concern to parents, 
only since the Telecommunications Act of 1996' has there been a nationwide effort 
to provide parents with a tool to control their children’s television viewing — the V- 
chip. 2 The V-chip, which reads an electronic code transmitted with the television 
signal (cable or broadcast), 3 is used in conjunction with a television programming 
rating system. Using a remote control, parents can enter a password and then 
program into the television set which ratings are acceptable and which are 
unacceptable. The chip automatically blocks the display of any programs deemed 
unacceptable; use of the V-chip by parents is entirely optional. 4 



1 Telecommunications Act of 1996, P.L. 104-104, February 8, 1996, available at 
[http://www.fcc.gov/Reports/ 1934new.pdf]. The 1996 Act amended the Communications 
Act of 1934 (47 U.S.C. 101, et seq.), updating some existing sections and adding new 
sections to account for new technologies. One such addition to the law was to mandate the 
inclusion of a computer chip in new television sets to allow parents more control over the 
programming viewed by their children (47 U.S.C. 303 (x)). The 1934 Act, as amended by 
the 1996 Act, is available at [http://www.fcc.gov/Reports/tcoml996.pdf]. 

2 Although commonly believed to be short for “violence,” the V in V-chip is actually short 
for “ViewControl,” the name given by the inventor of the device. See “V-Chip Technology 
Invented by Professor Tim Codings,” available at [http://www.tri-vision.ca/documents/ 
Collings%20As%20Inventor.pdf]. See also, “The History of Invention,” available at 
[http://www.cbc.ca/kids/general/the-lab/ history-of-invention/vchip.html], 

3 The ratings data are sent on line 21 of the Vertical Blanking Interval found in the National 
Television System Committee (NTSC) signals used for U.S. television broadcasting. 

4 This report focuses on the use of the V-chip and the ratings system as a tool to assist 
parents in selecting appropriate television programming for their children. However, both 
the V-chip and the ratings system can be used by a wide range of viewers, from individuals 
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